The Grand Council
at Storms’s Ranch in 1854
By Tanis C. Thorne

In the fall of 1854 the English aveler and writer
James M. Hutchings leamed that the “great men of
California™ planned to meet in a grand Indian council
in Nevada County in early October. Those expected

to aftend included California’™s most powerful Demo-
crats! sittingg 1.8, Senators William M. Gwin and John
H. Weller, Secretary of State James Denver (a lormer
Senator and future California governor), LS. Army
General John E. Wool {commander of the Department
of the Pacific), and Caliltornia lndian Superinlendent
Thomes Henley,! A prominenl Miscnan leader, Woy-
mebh—mackingly refermed (o as the “Digper King,"—
and an estimated 500 Indians were 4lso lo attend. The
removal of Yuba and Nevada County Indians to Nome
Lackes Reservation in Colusa (later Tehama) County
was “contermplated.” Hutchings and other jounalists
such as Aaron A, Sargent® were cager to witness and
document this momentous historical cvent.

Weymeh & Son, by Hennv B Brown, July 1E31, at the Camp
Llaion Teeaty, courtesy of the Jubn Cader Brown Libmry.

Whether to remove Indians from within state boundar-
13 of to concentraie them inside California on federal-
by-supervised reserves:  both viewed as alternatives to
extinction— was a lona-standing partisan debate. State

ﬂmﬂa I:nnnly Hlstnrmal Snmsty

—'_h-

e

2.7 *"’I *"f _,/?: "'. e
NUMBER &  QCTORER zm.n/

VOLUME T3
8

Democrats endorsad the former following a precedent
set by President Andrew Jackson two decades eurdi-

er when he ignored the 115, Supreme Court decision
Worcester v Creargie (1832) and removed the Cherokee
from Cieorgia. The Whigs favored the Cherokee argu-
mient that the Cherokes were a soverecign people with
nviclable LIS, treaties. Many of California’s Demo-
crats were Souihemers wha identificd with the pro-slav-
ery (or “Chivalny™) wing of (he Party, They resented
lederal inlerference in stale allurs and were disposed to
seeing Indians as inlenior beings, nol sovercign pooples
with aborigmal land noghls with whom the 1.5 should
make treatics, Gwin (Chivalry Democrat), a Tennessean
by birth raised on the pap of Jacksomian states’ rights
philosophy, was the chict advocate for Indian Remov-
al, No sooner had Gwin taken his scit m the Scnate in
December 1849 than he introduced “A Bill to preserve
peace ameng the Indian Tobes in Califomnia, by pro-
viding for the extinction of their territorial claims in

the gold mining districts.™ A contemporary nowspaper
reported: “As Lo M Gwin. he belongs as much to the
mines as o San Francisco, and certainly spent more
time in that repion than amongz us.™ Democratic Sena-
lors Gwin and Denver opposcd negotiating treatics with
Califormia Indians i 1851-1852 and were instrumental
m having thesce treatics rejected n the Benate cnce they
wire. By 1852, the Califormnia Indians were leftina
statc of legsl limbo with shrinking resources on which
to survive, raising fears that they would turn to violence
and theft in their desperation.

Ironically, the Democrats insisted the state mainisin
jurisdiction over Indian affairs, but the federal gov-
ernment shoulder the costs, a position tenable only

in the polanzed political climate of the pre-civil war
yviurs. Senator Weller, a pro-slavery Democrai, hinted
al sécession if the [ederal povernment did oot pay the
state’s Indian war debt.® Califormia’s pold filled the T8,
treasury and fucled American industmalization: This
gave California a powerful volee In national affairs. In
1852, Congress created California Superintendency and
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appropriated $100.000 for preserving peace with the
dispossessed Indians of Calilomia until a permanent
solution could be devised. Edward Beale, appainied by
Whig President Millard Fillmore as Calilornia’s first
Tndian Superintendent. found a solution both the faderal
and stale povernments could accepl. Five “movable™
military reservations, modeled on the California mis-
sion system { without the religion) would be cstablished.
Congress appropriabed $250000.*

The autumn of 1854 was a propitious moment for
Gwin and other Democrals to realize the long-soughl
goal of extinguishing Indians” legal titles in the mining
countics. The Whig Parly collapsed and Democrats
were in the ascendancy when Democrat Franklin
Merce was elected president. He replaced many Whig
administration appointecs, including Beale, with loval
Democrats as was customary under the prevailing
patronage system, Thomas Henley, a Party stalwart,
hecame Superintendent; he soon endorsed Beale's
plan of concentrating Indians vn lemporary reserves
where they would be taughl lo be sell-supporting
farmers as the only feasible political solution. Indians
were starving from Trinity to San Joeaquin County. and
conccrned citizens demanded federal action.

lenley received the $350.000 appropriation he re-
quested. His budget was amply padded by $10.000 to
pay travel expenses for his entourage and for “inci-
dental presents Lo Indians and visitors™. By Septem-
her. hie set up Nome Lackee Reservation and tourcd
the mining districts looking for Indians to populate
it. [le reported to his superior in Washington that the
Indians were starving, but were willing to labor and
o relocate. “Indecd nothing bul speedy removal will
save them from catire annihilation.™ Thus, 1len-
ley's and Grwin's agendas conveniently converged.
Fistorian William Sccrest says Nome 1ackee was
“Henlev’s model reserve as well as the means 10 zain
larger appropriations, more patronage, higher political
office and apparently any personal financial advantage
possible.”™ Mot surprisingly, Samucl Norris who had
peofiteered on povernment beel contracts Tor Indians
during the treaty-making debacle of 1851-52, was in
allemdance al the council ¥

Al o mesting with Henley in Sacramenlo on Seplem-
ber 28, the state’s feading Chivalry Democrats decided
¢ hold the portentous Indian council — a mere live
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days later! Nevada County was an ideal place lor ad-
vancing the removal asenda Simmon Pefia Slorms’s
public house, the Hermitage. offered [ne food and
accommodations, eomforts to which these “greal™ men
wore accustomed. It had a larse amphitheater. where
Indizns and miners regularly met in entertainmenls
such as compelilive foot races, Wevmeh was a “prace-
able™ chiell open 1o negotiation. Storms (hired in
Scptember as Indian agent for Nevada, Placer, Yiba,
and Sicrra Counties) was an able intermediary and

a Democral. Most critically, the Nisenan land nghts
were the most valuable in the state, and these were the
very oncs targeted by Gwin and his Democrat allics

in 1854 In his Scplember 29 report, Henley justificd
horrowing $20.000 al this meeting  which later he
admitted was $40.000—o make unauthorized cxpen-
ditures to expedite removal; $15(00) had heen bor-
rowed from Gwin, who cncouraged Henley to incur
this debt. An accompanyving letier — signed by [em-
ocrats (iwin and Weller, J. W, Denver, M.5: Latham,
and 1. Herbert™ — made the case lor “immediate
action” to remove Indians “by force,™
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Grand Indian Council, Oetober 2, 154"

After a wagon ride from Nevada City, James Huich-
ings arrived at noon “at the imposing scene™ with his
“Dagperran apparatus” to take pictures of the Indians.
Many horses and carriages were nestled among the
oaks and lofly pines at the Hermitage. “Where is the
council zround?” he asked Storms, and was told they
hadn’t begun yet. “Well, where are the Indians”™ lle
received his answers shortly after the excellent noon
meal. The hundred curous citizens, journalists, poli-
tcans, and lawyers In allendance rushed W lind seats
in the amphitheater. Hulchings remarked in his diary:
in the cenler of the bull ring, “they found 1he immense
number of seven Indians, You can see a greater num-
ber al almost anv streel deor, picking up walermelon
nnds and cating them closer.” The ‘Digeer King™ Woey-
mih was present along with four or five other “cap-
tains’ (who looked more like Weyvmeh's bodvguards
than diplomats), a Yuba Fiver chict named “Diable.”
another “with onc cye and a badly scarred face [and]
another nearly all scars and a erafty lookout for “bheef
an’ heeskir. ™"

Aaron A. Bargent, editor of the Whig paper. the
Nevada Jowrnal, reported on October 6, TH54: “Cali-
fornia’s officials “assembled at Storms’s ranch 1o talk

L]

to a large colleetion of Indians. that did not come_ on
the subject of removing them (the Indians) to-a mili-
tary reservation. .. The trifling circumstances ol many
Indians not being present was overlooked, and aboul
a dowen, lor whom was climed sovereign suthonty
gmong the nbes were called wogether.™ The Nevada
Democral of Ocl. 4, 1354 maintained “nearly all the
tribes within fifty males .. were represented by their
leading men.” {Another Democratic newspaper exas-
serated, saying 20 chiefs were in atiendance. )

Storms introdeced the Indians: a total of 20-30), in-
cluding women, were present. Then Superintendent
Henley delivered a speech, saying the Nisenan should
gd (0 Nome Lockee immedialely (o pul in crops be-
fore winter, There they would never be molested and
would be fed amd clothed unti] they were sell-sopport-
ing, he promised. The Indiamns listened paticnlly while
Storms translated, und then Weymeh snd another
chiel, stated ther objections.

“They had been lied to for three years by government
agents—Wozeneraft had hied to them. Beale had lied
1o them—so had McKee. and so had all the officials.
and they did mol belicve Henley more than the others
—Thev were contented as they were, and did not wish
to leave. ™" Henley “endeavored to satisfy them that
there would be no deception this fime. [my Halics].”
Weymceh then made a speech. recorded by Hutchinags
that was admired by many in attendance as intelligent
and “sensible™ “American man come—Indian here
first—"Byune by” [By and by] Chinaman come? You
no seid Chinaman away. but vou want send Indian
away Indian no 2o, You send Chinaman first. White
man no keep promise no zood  white man no
pood.” As the Nevada Democrar of October 4. 1854
reparted Weymeh's speech: “The Indians are better
than the Chinese.. .. Remove the Chinese lirst—hen
we will go.™

Unideterred by Weymeh'™s fitm rejection, Henley said:
“he should obey public sentiment. and requesied an
expression ol 167 William Shipley of the Grass Fal-
fey Telegraph read long lists of names. prepared o
advance by the Democratic orgamizers. Scrupulous
attention was paid to proper democratic procedures. A
modton for removal was put and voted upen. District
Judge William T. Barbour™ was then appointed to
preside over a committee of scven to draft a resohution
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expressive of “the wishes of the citizens of the coun-
ty." While the: commitlee was out deliberating. Gwin,
Weller and General Wool made speeches that endarsed
removal.

Two-thirds of the audicnce had Icit by the ime the
committee returned with 2 majority #nd 3 minenty
report, four in favor of removal, and three for letting
the Indians alone. The mmonty reporl expressed
confidence in the harmless and poaceable Indians of
the county and enjoined the government to spend the
meney appropriated for removal locally, that 15, o
feed and protect the Nisenan and aid them lewards
self-support within their own homeland, Matiers were
unresolved due to procedura] issues when the meeting
was adjourned. One Democratic paper prondunced
the council “a grand *fizzle.™
Sargent wrote: “Thus ended for
the present this grand scheme to
find an outlet for the government
appropriation. There is consider-
able division in public sentiment
with reference to the matter; the
majority however are indifferent
zs to the result™ Sargent correct-
Iy assessed the siuation. as the
Crenshaw report affirmed in De-
cember 1834 ¥ Many in Nevada
Connty's settler population were
ambivalenl aboul removal as the
local Indians wers law-abiding
and provided a cheap source of
labor for ranchers and farmers.
In a Scpiember 3, 1852 Nevada

Morthern Califprnsa Indian Resesiiions,
courtesy David Comstock:

appointed or cmbarrassed by the miserable showing
of Indians. which casi the legitimacy of the proceed-
ings in doubt. Nenctheless, the inlended goals were
achieved. Henley reporied to Washinglon a week

later that the council resulted in an agreement resched
with the chiefs present to go to Nome Lackee, Three
persons from each of the ten divisions would go to
geay the winter and plant erops “preparatory to the
remnoval™ of all the rest of the Indians. The leaders of
the ten divisions had not been in atendance and no
lomger looked to Weymeh for leadership. This agree-
ment must have been mads behind closed doors with
ampie bribes to Weymeh and others. Presumably, the
represenlative Nisenan who went 10 Nome [Lackee that
winter were induced by the distribution of much-need-
cd [oodstuffs to therr kindred, Henley “umiiormiy
refused” the numerous appli-
cattons o [urmish lemporary

¢ gubsistence (o the Indians in ther
present locstions.™"” Only those
who removed to Nome Lackee

: would be fid. And only thosc
who worked hard as [arm labor-
crs on the reservations were fod
governmenti-issue beell For the
others: Henley sad 1t would be

" @ test to see if they can subsist
without beef

Al Nome Lackee, Weymeh and
the contimgenl of 70 Nisenan
Indians (lody heving come from
- Grass Valley voluntarily during
the winler of [854-1855) were

Jowrmef editorial, Sargent ob-
servied “There has been less {rouble i this county with
the Indian tribes than in any other in the stale whers
they are so mummerous.” Henley admitled his surpnse at
finding: “At this place ... what | have not cncountered
anywhere else, some opposition to the removal of the
Indians.™ but claimed it was strictly partisan.'

Whale having the sppearance of grass rools democ-
racy in action_ the Council was a mockery of it, fora
determined cadre of Democrats. whose motives weare
self-serving. had determined the outcome in advance.
The “great men™ who attended hoped to play stellar
reles i a glorious historic event resolving the Indian
“problem™ m California, but were undoubtedly dis-

given better [ood and tresiment,
as they were semi-skilled laborers who worked cheer-
[ally, Under Storms"s protestion. they lived separately
from the reservation cmployees, who drank and gam-
bled. and from the other Indian groups. Storms made
two trips in 1855, rounding up another 210 Nevada
and Yuba County Indians. SBome hid and others active-
Iy resisted as escapess from Nome Lackee returned
with ncgative reports. In early 1836 Weymeh was
quoted as sayving, “his countrymen were made very
comfortable, but he wanted 10 know when the China
Indians were going 10 be-colonized, for they necded
the care of the pale faces more than the red man.™"
Later that vear, Henley put Siorms in charge of Nome
Cult Farm in Mendocing County (later Round Valley
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Reservation). and Weyvmeh and other Niscoan frans-
ferred there as well. After Henley was removed [rom
office in 1839, Storms resigned, Weymeh and the
Miscnan over whom he held sway lefi also. When the
new agent ordered Storms to relurn
these valuable workers back to the rés-
ervalion, Siorms claimed he had only
“his oww Indians,” most of whom had
lived with him st his ranch in Nevads
County, a revealing statement for a
pro-siavery Democrat."

Henley's removal [rom office followed
on the heels of scandalous reports of
mismanagement, abuse, and rupidly
accelerating violence at Nome Lackee
and Nome Calt. In the pd-1850s, 1en-
ley continued to receive large Congres-
sional appropriations for the California
reservations and to cxaggerate their
prosperity and success. The “powerful

Aaron AL Sargent, oo 1859, courtesy
of the Searls liztorical Libran.

epidemic at Nome Cull in the late 1850s and carly
18605, An unknown number of Nisenan remained at
Nome Cult; many —though not all—may have filtered
back 10 Nevada County. Possibly a majority, 380 or
more Nisenan, had escaped the net of
removal.

The promise of protection was fllu-
sory. The historical record suggests
that a1 best, the reservations were 4
well-intended experiment thal [ailed:
a1 worst, the reservations imneressed In-
dian musery, vulnerability. and victim-
tzation. If the Indian appropnations in
the 1850s were expended within Ne-
vada County to feed Indians, one won-
ders; would the course of history have
changed? Indians continued lo have

& strong presence in Nevada Counly
during the 1850s and 18505, hving
resilicoily on 2 landscape transtormed
by mining activity. Many resided in

Democratic majority” silenced criti-
cisms. By 1838, investigalions were
underway, and the Calilornia reservations wene being
called “lamentable” failures. In 1860, whistle-blower 1.
Rose Browne deseribed California reservations in Coast
Rangers as places where =A very large amount of mon-
ev was annaally cxpended in feeding white men and
starving Indians.” Among his findings, Browne charged
Mome Lackee’s sub-agent Vincen: Geiger (whe had
artended the 1854 council) with transferming reservation
property to private partics and indenturing Indizns. In
1861 the Knights of the Golden Circle, a secrel south-
erm secessionist society that frequented the reservalion
with the knowladee of Geiger, attacked Nome Lackee
artd left it in ruins ® Violence apainst indians became

seallersd camps. called ranchernias or
“campoodics.” They survived by collecting gold, do-
ing wage labor and gathering and sharing native Toods.
The sizc and number of the identifiably Indian com-
munitics steadily declined from starvation and other
causes. By 1900, only a handful of Niscnan Indian
groups remained, [n the 20th century, the Colfax and
Nevada City Indians received land bases and federal
recognition. il only for 2 half century. Since [999, the
descendants of Nevada County’s Nisenan survivors,
organized as the revived Nevada City Rancheria, have
been advocating for restoration of their legal standing
as a federally-rocognized entity, *'
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